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This M.A. thesis applies the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s theories about 
subject constitution to analyze the cultural and psychological aspects of the novel Native 
Son so as to reveal the individual psychological situation of the protagonist Bigger when 
confronted with racism. I try to shed new light on the effects of the post-colonial racism 
in America upon Bigger while paying more attention to the way he deals with the evils of 
racism.  
In Chapter One “Richard Wright and Native Son”, Wright’s life experience is 
surveyed, followed by a brief account of the novel and various discussions and criticisms 
about it in literary circles. This chapter is a preparation for the later discussion. 
Chapter Two “The Three Orders of Lacanian Theories and Bigger as a Fragmented 
Subject” applies the three orders of Jacques Lacan--the imaginary, the symbolic, and the 
real--to the analysis of the subject constitution of Bigger Thomas in Native Son so as to 
exhibit the interplay of the imaginary and the symbolic in Bigger’s world. Bigger 
identifies himself with the dominant culture in America by adopting some of the attitudes 
and behaviors similar to those of whites, and the identification plays a significant role in 
his psychic activities. Meanwhile, according to Lacan, it is the symbolic culture in 
America, mainly the newspapers and magazines, that shapes Bigger’s imaginary world. 
Besides, it is also the symbolic that castrates Bigger by imposing all kinds of restrictions 
on him, and thus makes him into a fragmented subject in American society. 
Chapter Three “Lacan’s Desiring Subject and Bigger’s Desire for ‘Whiteness’” 
focuses on the revelation of Bigger’s unconscious desire for whiteness through the 
display of his symptoms, i.e. his phobia of the color “white”, his jealous words as regards 
the whites, as well as his intended aggression. After going through the Oedipal Complex, 
Bigger becomes a castrated subject with no access to the phallus “whiteness”, which 
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phallus that promises “wholeness” for him, “whiteness” is not a transcendental signifier 
indicating “fullness” for all the blacks and whites, for the whites in America have their 
own desires too, though different from those of blacks. 
Chapter Four “Bigger’s Death Drive as a Tragic Hero” explores Bigger’s death 
drive and his fate as a tragic hero. According to Lacan’s theory concerning the death 
drive, Bigger’s intended aggression, besides being a result of imaginary identification 
with whites, is a manifestation of the will to destruction. Bigger’s death drive has the 
characteristics of repetition automatism, self-destructiveness, being constructive and 
uncontrollable, and aiming at Jouissance. This chapter also shows how Bigger may be 
viewed as being in an ethical position and thus as being a Lacanian tragic hero.  
My conclusion is that Bigger’s tragic fate is the result of both the vicious racism in 
America and his failure to mourn the loss of the phallus for “whiteness”. What’s crucial 
for Bigger is to mourn the loss of the phallus and to remain a desiring subject by creating 
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 Introduction 
 
As an African American writer, Richard Wright’s contributions to American 
literature are tremendous, and he is especially remembered as the author of Native Son. 
With its unorthodox depiction of how a black man might rebel against the white 
authorities, the publication of Native Son in 1940 caused a great sensation in America 
that was then experiencing the Great Depression and was sensitive to racial problems. 
Centering on the hottest issue in that special period, the novel’s success thus seemed not 
to be that surprising, and it was then dubbed the “protest novel” by most of the literary 
reviewers, meaning that its main concern was the revolt against racism in America. 
Similarly, Richard Wright was regarded as the precursor of the black social protest novel.  
The inspiration of writing such a novel as Native Son came from Wright’s life 
experience. He mentioned five Bigger Thomases in “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born” written as 
an introduction to the novel Native Son. What Wright had encountered in his life was 
simply integrated into his subconscious involuntarily. The story of Native Son was based 
on a real case that Wright read in the newspaper about Robert Nixon who was accused of 
murdering a white woman. In Native Son, Wright relates how a black man, when 
dispossessed of speech, could become a cruel criminal by murdering a white girl--a 
symbol of American beauty. Bigger ruined his future by committing an unforgivable 
crime, for in his eyes, there was no future for blacks in the white-dominating America. 
Both the American society and Bigger himself should be responsible for his tragedy. On 
the one hand, the racial discrimination against blacks had twisted Bigger’s psyche and 
made him rebellious; on the other, Bigger’s pessimistic attitudes towards life also 
escalated his becoming a so-called criminal.  
Various aspects of the novel have been explored by many critics. Most readers 
have talked about the devastating effects of racism upon blacks in America, calling for 
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communist aspect of the novel, deeming the text as propaganda of communism; others 
have emphasized Wright’s misogynic attitudes toward black women, dubbing him a 
misogynist. Nowadays, though more than six decades have passed since its first 
publication, Native Son still remains popular and has become a well-known classic in 
black literature and American literature after having undergone the vicissitudes of 
criticism. The sparkling enlightenment of the story is not just for blacks, but also for the 
American people and all human beings alike. Most importantly, the story leaves us 
thinking about what we can learn from such a racial story, for with time going by and 
people getting less and less sensitive to racism, what remains in the story will be more 
and more universal. After all, everything is changing in this hectic world, including 
racism, but people simply have no way of escaping troubles. Though racism may 
disappear, new problems will appear. Above all, the story of Bigger Thomas in Native 
Son galvanizes us pondering not just the evil of racism, but the means by which people 
deal with all kinds of evils. 
This thesis aims to apply the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s theories about 
subject constitution to explore both the cultural and psychological aspects of the novel so 
as to reveal the individual psychological situation of Bigger when confronted with racism. 
I try to shed new light on the effects of American cultures, especially those in the early 
post-colonial period upon Bigger while emphasizing more the way Bigger deals with the 
evils of that period, which I hope can give a new perspective to the readers of Native Son.  
This thesis consists of four chapters besides an introduction and a conclusion. 
Chapter One “Richard Wright and Native Son” is a brief introduction of Wright’s 
life experience, and the story of Native Son, as well as various discussions and criticisms 
about the novel in the American literary circles. Since Wright finds materials for his 
novel mainly from his life experience, it is necessary for us to have a general idea about it. 
Meanwhile, some knowledge about the literary reviews of Native Son helps pave the way 
for the later discussion and will enable us to appreciate the novel better. 
Chapter Two “The Three Orders of Lacanian Theories and Bigger as a Fragmented 















real--to the analysis of the subject constitution of Bigger Thomas in Native Son so as to 
exhibit the interplay of the imaginary and the symbolic in Bigger’s world. I mean to show 
that Bigger is a young black who demonstrates identification with the dominant culture 
and thus has an attitude similar to that of the whites in America, which is mainly revealed 
in his attitudes toward his family, his black fellows, and his girlfriend Bessie. Bigger’s 
imaginary identification with the whites has a great influence on his psyche and actions, 
and renders him neurotic while in contact with the whites. At the same time, since it is 
the symbolic that decides the imaginary according to Lacan, the symbolic culture in 
America, mainly the newspapers and magazines are what shape Bigger’s imaginary 
world. Besides, it is also the symbolic that castrates Bigger by imposing all kinds of 
restrictions on him, and thus makes him into a fragmented subject in American society. 
Chapter Three “Lacan’s Desiring Subject and Bigger’s Desire for ‘Whiteness’” 
focuses on the revelation of Bigger’s unconscious desire for whiteness through the 
display of his symptoms, i.e. his phobia of the color “white”, his jealous words as regards 
the whites, as well as his intended aggression. After going through the Oedipal Complex, 
Bigger becomes a castrated subject with the phallus “whiteness” forever denied to him, 
which renders him extremely desirous of the phallus “whiteness” that he doesn’t possess. 
Bigger’s desire for “whiteness” is actually modeled upon his mother’s desire since 
according to Lacan, one’s desire is always the desire of the Other, while the first Other in 
a person’s life is always his or her mother or caretaker. At the same time, though Bigger 
imagines “whiteness” to be the phallus that promises “wholeness” for him, “whiteness” is, 
in the end, not a transcendental signifier indicating “fullness” for all the blacks and 
whites. According to Lacan, no one can have the Jouissance of having the phallus except 
through transgressions. The whites in America have their own desires too, though 
different from those of blacks. 
Chapter Four “Bigger’s Death Drive as a Tragic Hero” explores Bigger’s death 
drive and his fate as a tragic hero. According to Lacan’s theory concerning the death 
drive, Bigger’s intended aggression, besides being a result of his imaginary identification 
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absolute and uncontrollable will to destruction, which results from his encounters in the 
symbolic America and his unfulfilled desire. Bigger’s death drive exhibits some 
characteristics as illustrated by Lacan. Meanwhile, this chapter also tries to show how 
Bigger may be viewed as being in an ethical position and thus as being a Lacanian tragic 
hero. The revelation of Bigger’s tragedy is worth pondering. 
After careful analysis, my conclusion is that Bigger’s tragic fate is the result of 
both the vicious racism in America and his failure to mourn the loss of the phallus 
“whiteness”. On the one hand, racism surely should take part of the blame for what 
Bigger has encountered in American society. On the other, it can not be simplified as the 
only reason for his tragic fate, and consequently, it’s safe to say that even the abolition of 
racism might not have ended Bigger’s unhappiness. After all, as Lacan claims, the 
symbolic can’t fully capture what it is to be a human subject. What’s crucial for Bigger is 
to mourn the loss of the phallus and remain a desiring subject by creating new objects of 
desire, which is also true for other blacks, for whites, and even for all the human beings 
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